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5.  INFIELD AND OUTFIELD:
THE EARLY STAGES OF MARSHTAND COTONISATION
AND THE EVOTUTION OF MEDIEVAL FIELD SYSTEMS
by Stephen Rippon
Introduction : lnf ields and Outf ields
In  recent  decades we have come a  long way in  our
unders tand ing  o f  med ieva l  f ie ld  sys tems,  and in
p a r t i c u l a r  t h e  o r i g i n s  a n d  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  M i d l a n d
o p e n  f i e l d s .  T h e  w o r k  o f  D a v i d  H a l l  i n
Nor thamptonsh i re  and e lsewhere  has  been one o f
the  most  impor tan t  con t r ibu t ions ,  most  no tab ly  fo r
the  way in  wh ich  documentary ,  car tograph ic  and
ear thwork  ev idence are  in tegra ted .  Though the
s t ruc ture  o f  these f ie ld  sys tems is  now re la t i ve ly
we l l -unders tood,  the i r  o r ig ins  a re  less  c lear .  Large-
s c a l e  f i e l d w a l k i n g  h a s  s h o w n  t h a t  t h e  m e d i e v a l
p a t t e r n  o f  n u c l e a t e d  v i l l a g e s  a n d  o p e n  f i e l d s
rep laced a  landscape charac ter ised  by  d ispersed
set t lement ,  though l i t t le  i s  known o f  the  s t ruc tu re
o f  the i r  assoc ia ted  f ie ld  sys tems.  There  has  been
speculat ion that open f ie lds may have evolved from
in f ie ld -ou t f ie ld  sys tems (e .9 .  As t i l l  1988,  63 ;  Baker
and But l in 1973c,655-6;  Finberg 1969,150; Fox ' l9B'1,
64, 89-90),  and though Taylor (1981, 13) is qui te r ight
i n  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t ' s y s t e m s  s u c h  a s  r u n - r i g  a n d
in f ie ld -ou t f ie ld  . . .  a re  we l l  documented as  hav ing
e x i s t e d  i n  m a n y  p l a c e s  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y ' ,  s u c h
a r r a n g e m e n t s  h a v e  r e c e i v e d  r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e
a t t e n t i o n  i n  r e c e n t  o v e r v i e w s  o f  B r i t i s h  f i e l d
systems (Ast i l l  19BB; Rowley 1981; Taylor 1987,68).
In f ie ld -ou t f ie ld  agr icu l tu re  i s  a  sys tem o f  cu l t i va t ing
l a n d  w h e r e b y  c e r t a i n  c o r e  a r e a s  a r e  r e g u l a r l y
c r o p p e d  a n d  m a n u r e d ,  w i t h  o t h e r  a r e a s  o n l y
occas iona l l y  cu l t i va ted  when and as  requ i red .  l t  i s
bes t  known in  Scot land though the  ev idence is  in
f a c t  r e l a t i v e l y  l a t e  ( m a i n l y  f r o m  t h e  f i f t e e n t h
c e n t u r y  a n d  l a t e r  I D i x o n  1 9 9 4 , 3 0 ;  W h i t t i n g t o n
19731),  and in certain places at  least  may represent
a  re la t i ve ly  b r ie f  ep isode wh ich  rep laced a  more
e n c l o s e d  l a n d s c a p e  ( D o d g s h o n  1 9 9 4 ) .  I n f i e l d -
ou t f ie ld  sys tems are  a lso  known e lsewhere  in  the
western  f r inges  o f  the  Br i t i sh  l s les  (Buchanan 1973,
584-98;  Jones  1973,  435) ,  though i t  i s  less  c lear
whether  they  were  ever  w idespread in  low land
Br i ta in .  Documentary  and car tograph ic  ev idence
tes t i f ies  to  the  occas iona l  cu l t i va t ion  o f  ou t f ie lds
dur ing  the  med ieva l  per iod  f rom as  fa r  a f ie ld  as
Cu m be rland (EI I ioII 1973, 42, 54-6),Yo rks h i re ( Harri s
1959, 6-7 ; 1961, 24-5), Staffo rd s h i re ( Bake r an d B u tl i  n
1 9 7 3 a , 2 0 ) ,  N o t t i n g h a m s h i r e  ( B e r e s f o r d  a n d  S t
Joseph 1979,45-6), East Anglia (Bailey 1989; Postgate
1973,300-3) ,  Kent  (Baker  1973,417) ,  Somerse t  (SRO
DD/CCH bx716;  Ha l lam 1978,  44) ,  and Devon
(F inberg  1969,  147-B;  Hosk ins  1954,63)  (and see
Uhl ig  1961) .  On the  who le ,  what  th is  documentary
e v i d e n c e  d e s c r i b e s  i s  t h e  s i m p l e  p r a c t i c e  o f
d iv id ing  land be tween tha t  wh ich  was more  or  less
permanent ly  cu l t i va ted  and manured -  the  in f ie ld
-  and areas  tha t  were  on ly  in f requent ly  manured
and cu l t i va ted  on  a  temporary  bas is  -  the  ou t f ie ld .
T h i s  i s  i n f i e l d - o u t f i e l d  c u l t i v a t i o n  i n  p r i n c i p l e ,  b u t
when the  loca t ion  o f  the  in f  ie ld  and ou t f  ie ld  a reas
can be located, the permanent ly cul t ivated areas
were  no t  necessar i l y  concent ra ted  in to  a  cent ra l
core area close to the v i l lage (e.g.  Postgate 1973,
301;  Baker  1973,417) .  Th is  leads  to  the  ques t ion  o f
whether  these in f ie ld /ou t f ie ld  sys tems are  the  las t
surv iv ing  remnants  o f  an  approach to  landscape
e x p l o i t a t i o n  t h a t  w a s  o n c e  m o r e  c o m m o n ,  o r  a
re la t i ve ly  la te  deve lopment  tha t  s imp ly  enab led  a t
leas t  some cu l t i va t ion  o f  the  las t  remain ing  areas
of  poor  g round w i th in  a  townsh ip  (e .g .  Baker  and
But l in 1973b,20; Bai ley 1989; Sheppard 1973,154.
T h e  o b v i o u s  s p a t i a l  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  f o r  a n  e a r l y
i n f i e l d - o u t f i e l d  s y s t e m  i n  t h e  l e s s  c r o w d e d
landscapes o f  the  ear ly  med ieva l  per iod  is  fo r  a
n u c l e u s  o f  m a n u r e d  a r a b l e  l a n d  a r o u n d  o r
immedia te ly  ad jacent  to  the  se t t lement ,  w i th  a  less
i n t e n s i v e l y  u s e d  z o n e  f  u r t h e r  o u t .  D i d  s u c h
i d e a l i s t i c  a r r a n g e m e n t s  e v e r  e x i s t  i n  p r a c t i c e ?
Deta i led  f ie ldwa lk ing  s tud ies  have suggested  tha t
such sys tems ex is ted  in  the  Roman per iod  (e .g .
Caf fney  and T ing le  1989;  R ippon 2000a) ,  and the
poss ib i l i t y  o f  med ieva l  in f ie ld  -ou t f ie ld  cu l t i va t ion
has  a lso  been ra ised th rough de ta i led  f ie ldwa lk ing
at  Whar ram Percy .  Here  heav i l y  manured f ie lds
concent ra ted  to  the  nor th  and west  o f  the  v i l lage ,
with a few examples to the east,  wi th areas beyond
t h i s  c o r e  b e i n g  l e s s  i n t e n s i v e l y  m a n u r e d .  T h i s  m a y
r e f l e c t  s i m p l y  c o n v e n i e n c e  ( d i s t a n c e  f r o m  t h e
v i l lage)  o r  some fo rm o f  in f ie ld /ou t f ie ld  cu l t i va t ion
( H u r s t  1 9 8 3 , 9 9 ) ,  a n d  d o c u m e n t a r y  e v i d e n c e
c e r t a i n l y  t e s t i f i e s  t o  t h e  l a t t e r  o n  t h e  Y o r k s h i r e
Wolds (Sheppar d 1973, 154).
F ie ld -names might  a lso  g ive  c lues  to  the  presence
of  ear ly  core  agr icu l tu ra l  a reas .  Fox  (1981,  89)  has
s u g g e s t e d  t h a t ' o l d  f i e l d '  a n d  p o s s i b l y ' l o n g l a n d s '
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f i e l d - n a m e s  m a y  i n d i c a t e  a n ' o r i g i n a l  n u c l e u s  o f
a rab le  land 'assoc ia ted  w i th  ear ly  se t t lements  (and
see Ford 1979, -158-61; Sheppard1973,179-80; Uhl ig
1961,293).  Physical  evidence for such arrangements
i s  l e s s  c o m m o n ,  t h o u g h  c a r e f u l  i n t e g r a t i o n  o f
d o c u m e n t a r y  m a t e r i a l  w i t h  e v i d e n c e  c o n t a i n e d
w i t h i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c  l a n d s c a p e  i n  a  n u m b e r  o f  a r e a s
h a s  r e v e a l e d  o v a l - s h a p e d  e n c l o s u r e s  t h a t  a r e
p o t e n t i a l  i n f i e l d s  ( e . 9 .  L a n c a s h i r e :  A t k i n  1 9 8 5 ;
Wheldrake in  Yorksh i re :  Sheppard  1966;  Cock f ie ld
i n  C o .  D u r h a m :  R o b e r t s  1 9 8 1  ;  a r o u n d  E x m o o r :
Creen 2000; Ci l lard et  a\ .2000,7; the Kent ish Weald:
Eng l ish  1997) .  The res t  o f  th is  paper  re la tes  to
a n o t h e r  a r e a  w h e r e  p o t e n t i a l l y  e a r l y  c o r e
agr icu l tu ra l  a reas  have been ident i f ied :  the  coas ta l
wet lands of  the Severn Estuarv Levels.
I
The Early Medieval Colonisation of
Coastal Marshes
At  f i rs t  s igh t ,  i t  m igh t  seem tha t  coas ta l  wet lands
have l i t t le  to  cont r ibu te  to  the  debate  over  the
or ig ins  o f  f ie ld  sys tems in  d ry land areas .  However ,
i t  appears that  the reclamat ion of  these areas was
g o i n g  o n  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  a s  o p e n  f i e l d s  w e r e
e v o l v i n g  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  f i r s t  m i l l e n n i u m  A D
(Rippon 1997a;2000b) :  m igh t  s im i la r  approaches to
the  cu l t i va t ion  o f  land  have been go ing  on  in  bo th
areas? Marsh land landscapes conta in  w i th in  the i r
fabr ic a record of  how they evolved (e.g.  Fig.  1,r ,
wh ich  is  p robab ly  more  comple te  than in  d ry land
areas ,  where  fea tures  such as  f ie ld -boundar ies  a re
more  expendab le :  in  a  marsh land landscape even
very  ear ly  boundar ies  w i l l  tend  to  surv ive  s ince ,
o n c e  c r e a t e d ,  d i t c h e s  w o u l d  h a v e  b e c o m e  a n
inva luab le  par t  o f  the  dra inage sys tem.  Overa l l ,
t h e s e  m a r s h e s  p r o v i d e  a  m o d e l  f o r  h o w  e a r l y
m e d i e v a l  l a n d s c a p e s  e v o l v e d  u n d e r  r e l a t i v e l y
control led c i rcumstances: on a f lat  surface, wi th few
p r e - e x i s t i n g  f e a t u r e s  t o  c o n s t r a i n  s u b s e q u e n t
events ,  and where  the  need to  ma in ta in  d ra inage
meant  tha t  boundar ies ,  once c rea ted ,  tended to
su rv ive.
In  recent  decades,  most  o f  our  ex tens ive  coas ta l
wet lands  have seen programmes o f  research  in to
their  landscape history.  A common feature of  these
s tud ies  has  been the  in te rd isc ip l inary  na ture  o f  tha t
research ,  in tegra t ing  geomorpho log ica l ,  pa laeo-
env i ronmenta l ,  a rchaeo log ica l ,  documentary  and
car tograph ic  sources .  A  number  o f  s tud ies  have
u s e d  t h e  f a b r i c  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  -  o r  h i s t o r i c  -
landscape as  a  f ramework  around wh ich  th is  o ther
evidence can be woven, notably David Hal l 's  (1996)
work  in  the  Cambr idgesh i re  Fens ,  Ha l lam's  (1965)
s e m i n a l  s t u d y  o f  t h e  L i n c o l n s h i r e  f e n s ,  W i l l i a m s '
(1970) Draining of the Somerset Levels, Silvester's
( 1 9 8 8 ;  1 9 9 3 )  w o r k  o n  t h e  N o r f o l k  M a r s h l a n d ,
Edd ison and her  co l leagues ' research  in to  Romney
M a r s h  ( E d d i s o n  1 9 9 5 ;  E d d i s o n  a n d  C r e e n  1 9 B B ;
Edd ison e t  a l .1998) ,  and R ippon 's  (1996a;1997a)
s tud ies  o f  the  Severn  Es tuary  Leve ls .  However ,  in
a l l  t h e s e  c a s e s  i t  i s  t h e  t w e l f t h  a n d  t h i r t e e n t h
1 a
1/ ParishboundarY
Figure la  The Ca ld ico t  Leve l ,  Cwent ,  South  Eas tWales .  The h is to r ic  landscape in  1831
(Commissioners of  Sewers Map: Cwent Records Off ice D.136512),
showing the  pa t te rn  o f  f ie lds  and roads .  Note  the  d is t r ibu t ion  o f  surv iv ing  open f ie lds .
Ca ld ico t  Moor  (on  the  fa r  r igh t )  surv ived  as  an  in te r t ida l  marsh  used as  common pas ture
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InJield and Ouffield: Stephen Rippon
Figure  1b  Suggested  sequence fo r  the  ear l ie r  phases  o f  landscape evo lu t ion .
The h igher ,  coas ta l  par ts  o f  the  in te r t ida l  sa l tmarsh  were  co lon ised th rough the
cons t ruc t ion  o f  a  ser ies  o f  smal l ,  ova l -shaped r ing  d ikes ,  wh ich  may in i t ia l l y  have on ly  a f fo rded
p r o t e c t i o n  f r o m  f l o o d i n g  d u r i n g  t h e  s u m m e r  m o n t h s .  T h e  c o u r s e  t a k e n  b y  a  n u m b e r  o f  t h e
s t reams tha t  f lowed o f f  o f  the  ad jacent  up lands  is  unc lear .
A  sea wa l l  was  subsequent ly  cons t ruc ted  a long the  coas t ,
up lands  were  cana l ised  to  avo id  f reshwater  f lood ing  o f
i n u n d a t i o n .  T h e  e a r l y  r i n g - d i k e  e n c l o s u r e s  b e c a m e  t h e  f o c u s
and s t reams f low ing  o f f  the  ad jacent
the areas now protected from t idal
fo r  se t t lement ,  perhaps  ac t ing  as  in f ie lds .
As  popu la t ion  inc reased,  and the  demand fo r  land  inc reased,  fu r ther  land was enc losed and
dra ined,  in i t ia l l y  in  a  p iecemeal  fash ion  (hence the  i r regu la r  landscapes o f  the  h igher  coas ta l  a reas) ,
and la te r  in  a  more  p lanned fash ion  (hence the  more  regu la r  landscapes towards  the  lower - ly ing ,
back fen  areas) .  Fen-banks  pro tec ted  these lower - ly ing  areas  f rom f reshwater  f lood ing .  D i f fe ren t
estate owners fo l lowed di f ferent strategies wi th regard to the development of  their  estates,  ref lected
for  example  in  the  more  nuc lea ted  se t t lement  assoc ia ted  w i th  common f ie lds  in  Redwick ,  and
the  d ispersed se t t lement  pa t te rn  and predominant ly  enc losed f ie lds  in  Nash
(1b contd)
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centur ies  onwards  -  we l l  documented and w i th
we l l -da ted  ceramic  sequences  -  tha t  have rece ived
most  a t ten t ion :  the  or ig ins  o f  these landscapes are
more  d i f f i cu l t  to  uncover ,  and have been ra ther
n e g l e c t e d .  T h e  e a r l i e s t  p h a s e s  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n
remain  par t i cu la r ly  obscu re .
By the  n ine teenth  century ,  loca l  legend in  a  number
o f  a reas  c la imed tha t  the  f i rs t  a t tempts  a t  d ra inage
were  under taken by ' the  Romans ' (e .g .  the  Ca ld ico t
L e v e l ,  C w e n t :  K n i g h t  1 9 6 2 ;  F e n l a n d :  H a l l 1 9 7 7 ;
Romney Marsh :  Edd ison 2000) ,  bu t  the  resu l ts  o f
r e c e n t  s u  r v e y ,  e x c a v a t i o n , .  a n d  p a l a e o -
env i ronmenta l  ana lys is  has  shown tha t  very  few
c o a s t a l  w e t l a n d s  w e r e  i n  f a c t  r e c l a i m e d  i n  t h e
R o m a n  p e r i o d  ( R i p p o n  2 0 0 0 b ) .  T h a t  p a r t i c u l a r
transformat ion of  the landscape appears to have
been res t r i c ted  to  the  Severn  Es tuary ,  and though
e lements  o f  these dra inage schemes may surv ive
in  a  handfu l l  o f  p laces  (Fu l fo rd  e t  a l .1gg4) ,  in  most
m a r s h l a n d  a r e a s  o f  B r i t a i n  t h e  R o m a n - p e r i o d
l a n d s c a p e  i s  b u r i e d  u n d e r  l a t e r  a l l u v i u m ,  w i t h  t h e
resu l t  tha t  the  h is to r ic  landscapes o f  these coas ta l
wet lands  pos t -da te  th is  ma jor  ep isode o f  mar ine
t ransgress ion  (R ippon 2000a) .
T h e  e x t e n t  o f  s e t t l e m e n t ,  p o p u l a t i o n ,  a n d
p loughteams in  Domesday suggests  tha t  most  o f
t h e  m o r e  e x t e n s i v e  c o a s t a l  w e t l a n d s  w e r e
rec la imed by  the  la te r  e leventh  century ,  and the
phys ical  re lat i  ons h i  p between med ieval  set t lement
p a t t e r n s  ( r e v e a l e d  t h r o u g h  f i e l d w a l k i n g ,
d o c u m e n t s ,  o r  s t a n d i n g  b u i l d i n g s )  t o  t h e  e x t a n t
networks of  f ie lds and roads suggests that  the basic
fabr ic  o f  the  h is to r ic  landscape in  these areas  was
a l s o  i n  p l a c e  b y  t h a t  t i m e .  l t  w o u l d  a p p e a r ,
t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  o u r  m a r s h l a n d
landscapes l ie af ter  the per iod of  late/post-Roman
f lood ing ,  and be fore  the  la te r  e leventh  century .
T h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  k e y  i s s u e s :  w h e n  w e r e  t h e s e
m a r s h l a n d s  c o l o n i s e d ,  w h a t  w a s  t h e  p r o c e s s
whereby  in te r t ida l  sa l tmarshes  were  t rans formed
in to  f reshwater ,  rec la imed landscapes,  and who
was respons ib le  fo r  th is  ma jor  under tak ing? The
i s s u e s  o f  d a t i n g  a n d  w h o  w a s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r
i n i t i a t i n g  r e c l a m a t i o n  a r e  d e a l t  w i t h  e l s e w h e r e
(Rippon 2000b, in press);  what fo l lows is a tentat ive
cont r ibu t ion  to  the  second issue,  tha t  o f  how the
co lon isa t ion  o f  coas ta l  marshes  began.
Reclamation and
Construction of Sea Walls
Today,  our  coas ta lwet lands  he l te r  beh ind  mass ive
e m b a n k m e n t s  t h a t  h u g  t h e  c o a s t .  l t  h a s  b e e n
assumed tha t  th is  was a lways  the  case,  w i th  the
ear l ies t  sea  wa l l  bu  i l t  a long the  coas t  and major  t ida l
r i vers ,  w i th  the  area  so  pro tec ted  f rom inundat ion
be ing  se t t led  la te r ,  s ta r t ing  w i th  the  h igher  coas ta l
a r e a s  ( e . g .  R i p p o n  1 9 9 6 a ,  f i g  a ;  1 9 9 7 a ,  f i g  7 ) .
However,  recent archaeological  work has shown
that th is was not always the case, and that there
w a s  s o m e t i m e s  a n  i n i t i a l  p h a s e  o f  s e t t l e m e n t ,
perhaps  seasona l ,  on  the  open sa l tmarsh .
I n  F e n l a n d ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  e a r l i e s t  p h a s e s  o f
m e d i e v a l  c o l o n i s a t i o n  h a v e  b e e n  r e s e a r c h e d
t h r o u g h  t h e  F e n l a n d  S u r v e y  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t
Fen land Management  Pro jec t  (see  Crowson e t  a l .
2000; Hal l  and Coles 1994; and indiv idual  Fenland
Surveyvo lumes) .  In  genera l ,  the  sequence appears
as  fo l lows (see R ippon 2000b) .  Dur ing  the  f i f th  and
s ix th  centur ies ,  when 'Ear ly  Saxon '  po t te ry  was in
c i rcu la t ion ,  se t t lement  concent ra ted  around the
m a r g i n s  o f  t h e  c o a s t a l  s a l t m a r s h  a n d  i n l a n d ,
freshwater,  backfen. Around the seventh century,
as 'Midd le  Saxon ' lpswich  ware  type  po t te ry  came
i n t o  u s e ,  s e t t l e m e n t  s h i f t e d  o n t o  s l i g h t l y  r a i s e d
re l i c t  c reek-banks  in  the  h igher  coas ta l  marshes ,
and though some a t tempt  was made to  improve
dra inage th rough the  cons t ruc t ion  o f  d i tches ,  these
a r e a s  r e m a i n e d  a n  e s s e n t i a l l y  i n t e r t i d a l
env i ronment .  l t  was  on ly  a round the  ten th  century
that a sudden environmental  change occurred, wi th
f r e s h w a t e r  r e p l a c i n g  i n t e r t i d a l  c o n d i t i o n s ,
indicat ing that the area was now protected from
inundat ion  by  a  sea wa l l .  Se t t lement  concent ra ted
i n  a  s e r i e s  o f  n u c l e a t e d  v i l l a g e s  o f t e n  l o c a t e d
around smal l  greens, at  the head of  long droveways
that led down into the lower- ly ing backfens. The
pat te rns  o f  roads  and f ie lds  a round these ear ly
s e t t l e m e n t s ,  o n  t h e  h i g h e r  c o a s t a l  a r e a s ,  w a s
i r r e g u l a r  i n  l a y o u t  r e s u l t i n g  i n  p a r t  f r o m  t h e
incorpora t ion  o f  na tura l l y  meander ing  sa l tmarsh
creeks  in to  the  pos t - rec lamat ion  f ie ld  boundary
pat te rn ,  and o therw ise  suggest ing  a  g radua l  and
p i e c e m e a l  u p p r o a c h  t o w a r d s  e n c l o s u  r e  a n d
dra inage.  By  cont ras t ,  as  more  land was requ i red ,
and se t t lement  expanded down the  droveways
towards  the  back fen ,  a  more  co-ord ina ted  and
s y s t e m a t i c  a p p r o a c h  t o w a r d s  r e c l a m a t i o n  w a s
adopted .  As  lower - ly ing  ground in  the  back fens
was enc losed the  major  source  o f  f lood ing  became
f r e s h w a t e r  r u n o f f  f r o m  t h e  a d j a c e n t  u p l a n d s ,
lead ing  to  a  ser ies  o f  fen-banks  cons t ruc ted  para l le l
to the fen-edge/coast (e.g.  Fig.  1) .
Th is  in i t ia l  phase o f  se t t lement  on  the  unrec la imed
m a r s h  i s  p a r a l l e l e d  o n  t h e  c o n t i n e n t  d u r i n g  b o t h
t h e  R o m a n  a n d  e a r l y  m e d i e v a l  p e r i o d s ,  a n d
exper iments  on  modern  sa l tmarshes  in  Cermany
have shown tha t  i t  i s  poss ib le  to  ra ise  a  number  o f
c rops  in  such env i ronments  (see R ippon in  2000b
5B
Infield and Outfield: Stephen Rippon
for  a  fu l le r  d iscuss ion) .  In  Br i ta in ,  the  re la t i ve ly  few
a r e a s  o f  e x t e n s i v e  s a l t m a r s h  t h a t  w e r e  l e f t
unrec la imed by  the  pos t -med ieva l  per iod  appear
to  have been used most ly  as  common pas ture ,
though there  are  re fe rences  to  the i r  hav ing  been
cropped fo r  meadow (e .g .  Rumney Whar f  near
Card i f f :  Reeves  1977,300) .  Ana logy  w i th  ma in land
Europe a lso  suggests  tha t  the  in i t ia l  a t tempts  a t
e m b a n k m e n t  m a y  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  d e s i g n e d  t o
prov ide  year - round pro tec t ion  f rom inundat ion .
An a l te rna t ive  sequence is  fo r  there  to  have been
s e a s o n a l  ' s u m m e r  d i k e s ' w h i c h  p r o t e c t e d  s m a l l
a r e a s  o f  m a r s h  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  i n d  i v i d  u a l
se t t lements  f rom summer  f loods ,  tha t  were  on ly
la te r  rep laced by  a  cont inuous  sea wa l l  bu i l t  a long
t h e  c o a s t  ( F i g .  1 ) .  A  n u m b e r  o f  s u c h  l o w
e m b a n k m e n t s  t h a t  p r o b a b l y  p r o v i d e d  o n l y
seasona l  p ro tec t ion  have been recorded in  the
Nether lands  da t ing  to  the  Roman per iod ,  inc lud ing
B r o e k p o l d e r  i n  t h e  w e s t  ( L i n d a  T h e r k o r n  p e r s
comm., August 2000),  and sealed beneath terpen
m o u n d s  a t  D o n j u m - H e r i n g a ,  P e i n s - O o s t  a n d
Wi jna ldum-T j i t sum in  the  nor th  (Baze lmans e f  a / .
1999; Besteman et  a\ .1999).  Summer,  or ' r ing' ,  d ikes
were  a lso  cons t ruc ted  dur ing  the  ear ly  med ieva l
per iod  on  the  coas ta l  marshes  o f  ma in land Nor th
W e s t  E u r o p e ,  b e f o r e  b e i n g  r e p l a c e d  b y  a
c o n t i n u o u s  e m b a n k m e n t  ( B a z e l m a n s  e t  a | . 1 9 9 9 ;
Behre 1990,38-9;  Mayhew 1973,48; Schmid 1990).
S u c h  s u m m e r  d i k e s  s t i l l  c o n t i n u e d  t o  f u n c t i o n  a s
la te  as  the  ear ly  n ine teenth  century  on  the  is land
o f  A m e l a n d ,  o f f  t h e  N e t h e r l a n d s ,  b e f o r e  t h e i r
d e s t r u c t i o n  t h r o u g h  e n c l o s u r e  a n d  r e a l l o t m e n t
schemes (Baze lmans e t  a l .  1999) .  The Ameland
enc losure  was used as  a  common meadow,  sub-
d iv ided be tween la rge  numbers  o f  tenants  each o f
whom rece ived a  propor t ion  o f  the  s t r ips  each
spr ing  (a  sys tem tha t  i s  very  s imi la r  to  tha t  wh ich
p r e v a i l e d  i n  B r i t i s h  c o m m o n  m e a d o w s ,  i n c l u d i n g
those of  the Somerset Levels:  Br ian 1999).
A r o u  n d  t h e  S e v e r n  E s t u a  r y ,  l h e  m a j o r i t y  o f
s a l t m a r s h e s  w e r e  e v e n t u a l l y  r e c l a i m e d  t h r o u g h
const ruc t ing  a  sea wa l l  a long the  coas t .  The one
notab le  except ion  was Ca ld ico t  Moor ,  be ing  tha t
par t  o f  the  Cwent  Leve ls  tha t  fe l lw i th in  the  lo rdsh ip
o f  Chepstow (F ig .  1 ;  R ippon 1996a,77-B;  in  p ress) .
Th is  remained an  area  o f  common pas ture ,  wh ich
was occas iona l l y  f looded by  the  sea,  though an
attempt was made to enclose one area of  the higher
ground known as 'Twimple ' (PRO MPC 116;  Bradney
1929, 110-23).  Though very l i t t le is known about
th is  enc losure ,  i t  does  no t  appear  to  have been
s e t t l e d ,  o r  r e g u l a r l y  p l o u g h e d  ( o t h e r  a r e a s  o f
ancient enclosure being covered in wel l -developed
r idge and fu r row) .  There  are  e igh teenth  century
accounts  o f  rud imentary  d iv is ions  be ing  made o f
the  in te r t ida l  marshes  (e .g .  Bradney 1929,  -115) ,  and
i t  i s  tempt ing ,  based on  i t s  pos i t ion ,  morpho logy ,
a n d  s i m i l a r i t y  t o  t h e  A m e l a n d  e n c l o s u r e ,  t o  s e e  i t
a s  a  s e a s o n a l  e m b a n k m e n t  d e s i g n e d  s i m p l y  t o
p r o t e c t  a n  a r e a  o f  m e a d o w  d u r i n g  t h e  s u m m e r
m o n t h s .
Early enclosures
on the Severn Estuary marshes
A s  w i t h  F e n l a n d ,  i n  t h e  c o a s t a l  m a r s h e s  o f  t h e
Severn Estuary the ear l iest  areas to be sett led are
charac ter ised  by  h igh ly  i r regu la r  landscapes (e .g .
F ig .  1 ) .  However ,  in  th is  a rea ,  po t te ry  does  no t
a p p e a r  t o  h a v e  c i r c u l a t e d  w i d e l y  i n  t h e  r u r a l
I a n d s c a p e  u n t i l  a r o u n d  t h e  e l e v e n t h  o r  t w e l f t h
century,  and al though tenth century mater ia l  is  now
be ing  recogn ised on  a  number  o f  s i tes ,  the  reg ion
is aceramic before that  date.  ln common with other
major coastal  wet lands, the extent of  set t lement
and p loughteams recorded in  Domesday suggests
that extensive areas had already been reclaimed by
tha t  da te ,  bu t  in  the  absence o f  da tab le  mater ia l
cu  l tu  re ,  and ear l ie r  docu mentary  sou rces ,  we m us t
in te r rogate  the  h is to r ic  landscape i t se l f  in  o rder  to
u  n d e r s t a n d  t h e  e a r l i e s t  s t a g e  o f  w e t l a n d
co lon isa t ion .
When the  pa t te rns  o f  roads ,  f ie lds  and se t t lements
of these h istor ic landscapes are caref  u l ly  d issected,
a  re la t i ve  sequence o f  fea tures  can be  ident i f ied .
The ear l ies t  appear  to  have been d is t inc t i ve  ova l -
shaped enc losures  around wh ich  the  res t  o f  the
histor ic landscape formed (e.9.  Figs.2-4).  Soon af ter
the i r  recogn i t ion  these fea tures  were  g iven the
n a m e' i n f i e I d s' ( R i p po n 1 994; 1996a; 1 997 a), t h o u g h
t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  i n  n e e d  o f  m o r e  c a r e f u l
con s ide rat ion.  Take n col  lect ively,  these e ncl  os u res
have a  number  o f  common charac ter is t i cs :
they are restr icted to the higher,  coastal  areas
of the Levels ( that  were the f i rst  to be sett led,
e n c l o s e d  a n d  d r a i n e d )  e i t h e r  i n  c l u s t e r s  ( e . g .
Redwick  on  the  Ca ld ico t  Leve l :  F ig .  1 ;  R ippon
1996a,  f ig  27 ;  and Wi thy  in  Huntsp i l l :  F ig .2 ;
R ippon 1994, f ig12 .9  o r  ind iv idua l l y  (e .9 .  Pux ton
in  Nor th  Somerset :  F ig .3 ;  R ippon 1996b;1997b;
1998;1999; and Vole in Somerset:  Fig.4)
r o a d s  a n d  d  r o v e w a y s  r u  n  t o w a r d s  t h e
e n c l o s u  r e s  ( s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h e y  a r e
s t ra t ig raph ica l l y  ear ly  in  the  fo rmat ion  o f  the
h is to r ic  landscape) ,  bu t  then pass  around them
the i r  shape is  genera l l y  ova l  (a lso  suggest ing
t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  c r e a t e d  r e l a t i v e l y  e a r l y ,  i n  a
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landscape that was not too c lut tered with other
features:  see below)
.  o c c a s i o n a l l y  t h e r e  i s  e v i d e n c e  f o r  a  b a n k
runn ing  around the  enc losure 's  per imeter
.  t h e i r  s i z e  i s  t y p i c a l l y  c . 5 - 1 9  h a  ( 1 2 - 4 7  a c r e s ) ;
average 13 ha (32 acres)
r  extant farms are almost always located on the
e d g e  o r  j u s t  o u t s i d e  t h e  e n c l o s e d  a r e a
( s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h e y  r e p r e s e n t  a r e a s  o f
agr icu l tu ra l  land ,  no t  an  enc losed se t t lement ,
w h i c h  h a s  b e e n  c o n f i r m e d  b y  s u r v e y  a n d
excavat ion at  Puxton: see below)
o  a  n u m b e r  a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  c h u r c h e s  o r
chape ls  (suggest ing  some pre-eminence in  the
s e t t l e m e n t  p a t t e r n ,  a g a i n  p o s s i b l y  i n d i c a t i n g
the i r  re la t i ve ly  ear ly  o r ig ins)
Accounting for the oval shape
One o f  the  main  charac ter  de f in ing  fea tures  o f
t h e s e  e n c l o s u r e s  i s  t h e i r  o v a l  s h a p e  w h i c h  m a y
poten t ia l l y  be  accounted  fo r  in  a  number  o f  ways ,
notably that  they:
.  a re  re la ted  to  smal l  bedrock  is lands
.  a r e  r e l a t e d  t o  m o r p h o l o g i c a l l y - s i m i l a r  e a r l y
Chr is t ian  s i tes
.  have adopted the most economical  shape for
the  f i rs t  a reas  to  be  enc losed w i th in  a  p rev ious ly
unset t led  landscape.
Few of these si tes have been surveyed in detai l .
Relat ively crude surveys carr ied out in advance of
the  cons t ruc t ion  o f  the  M5 motorway suggest  tha t
Wi thy  Farm,  Wi thy  Bow Br idge and Wi thy  Road
Farm show no elevat ion di f ference compared to
t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g  a r e a s  ( d a t a  w a s  p l o t t e d  t o  t h e
nearest  foot) ;  Hackness may be sl ight ly lower- ly ing
tha t  the  sur round ing  areas .  More  accura te  surveys
at  Midd le  Lane and Ham Farm in  K ings ton  Seymour
suggests  those enc losures  are  c .0 .10-0 .15  m above
the  sur round ing  areas  (C i lber t  1996,56) ,  though the
signi f icance of  such di f ferences, in a landscape that,
d u e  t o  l o n g - t e r m  s u b s i d e n c e  i n t o  d e e p l y  b u r i e d
rock-cut features and more recent palaeochannels,









Figure  2  A  c lus te r  o f  in f ie lds 'a t  Eas t  Huntsp i l l ,  Somerse t  (Hackney,  Cote ,  Wi thy  Road Farm,  Wi thy  Bow
Br idge and Wi thy  Farm) .  Note  the  ser ies  o f  f ie lds  w i th in  the  enc losure  a t  Wi thy  Bow Br idge (on  the  fa r  le f t )
w i th  a  reversed-S pro f i le ,  and how fa rms a l l  l i e  a t  the  edges o f  the  enc losures .  Wi thy  i s  re la t i ve ly  we l l
documented,  be ing  a  de tached par t  o f  C las tonbury  Abbey 's  manor  o f  Shapwick
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t h e  o n l y  s i t e  t o  h a v e  s e e n  d e t a i l e d  s u r v e y  a n d
excavat ion,  showed that i t  was only a smal l  number
o f  p la t fo rms tha t  were  ra ised,  and tha t  th is  was
accounted  fo r  by  a  bu i ld  up  o f  occupat ion  debr is ,
no t  the  occur rence o f  a  bedrock ' i s land ' .  Indeed,
none o f  the  Severn  Es tuary  enc losures  are  shown
on geo log ica l  o r  so i l  survey  maps as  be ing  bedrock
is lands ,  and excavat ions  fo r  a  t rou t  lake  a t  Midd le
Lane in  K ings ton  Seymour  to  a  depth  o f  3  m,  and
archaeological  invest igat ions at  Puxton to a depth
of 2 m, fa i led to reach bedrock (Ci lbert  1996, 56;
R ippon 1996a) .  In  cont ras t  to  a  number  o f  low
bedrock  is lands  in  the  Leve ls  (e .g .  Chedzoy  and
Sowy in the Parret t  Val ley,  Somerset;  Codney in the
B r u e  V a l l e y ,  S o m e r s e t ;  H i l l s e a  i n  Y a t t o n ,  N o r t h
S o m e r s e t ) ,  n o n e  o f  t h e ' i n f i e l d '  e n c l o s u r e s  h a v e ' -
ey ' ( i s land ' )  names ( though there  is  a  Hackney Farm
a t  H a c k n e s s ,  i n  H u n t s p i l l :  F i g . 2 ) .  O v e r a l l ,  t h e r e  i s
no  ev idence tha t  the  shape o f  these enc losures
resu l ts  f rom the i r  be ing  loca ted  on  bedrock .
A  n u m b e r  o f  t h e  ' i n f i e l d s '  a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h
m e d i e v a l  c h u r c h e s  o r  c h a p e l s  ( T a b l e  1 ) ,  t h o u g h
the i r  sca le  i s  a l together  d i f fe ren t  to  the  curv i l inear
churchyard  enc losures  tha t  a re  charac ter is t i c  o f
many par ts  o f  Wales  and Cornwal l ,  and wh ich  are
typical ly just  0.2 -  0.4 ha (Brook 1992, 85; Preston-
Jones 1992,106; Si lvester 1997,114).  Acloser paral le l
area church or chapel
Central Somersef
i .5  ia  (19.5 acres)  medieval  church
9.4ha (23.2 u. res j
17.6 ha (43.5 acres)
12.6ha (31.-1 acres)  chapel  p lace-name
i.A na (18.3 acres)
13.4 ha G3.1 acres)
17.s h; 1aa2 idl.s1
tO.S nu (40.8 icres)
l4. l  na (34.8 icres)
f t .a tra (29.2 acres)




Withy Farm (East  Huntspi l l )
Wi thy Bow Br idge (East  Huntspi l l )
Wi thy Road Farm (East  Huntspi l l )
Hackness  (Eas t  Hun tsp i l l )
Co te  (Eas t  Hun tsp i l l )
Huntspi l l  Cour t  (West  Huntspi l l )
Manor Farm (Lympsham)
Vole (East  Brent)
Rooksbr idge (East  Brent)
Chapel  Ful I  (East  Bient)
East  Bower (Br idBwater)
averag,e
North Somersef
30.0 ha (74.1 acres)
16.5 ha (40.8 acres)
7 .9  ha  (19 .5  acres)
tyZ t ' ra (33.9 acres) medieval  chapel
13 .0  ha  (32 .1  acres)
6 .3  ha  (15 .6  acres)  med ieva l  chape l
74.6 ha (36.- l  acres)
Midd le  Lane (K ings ton  Seymour )
Pop lar  Farm (K ings ton  Seymour )
Hg- Lane (Kingston Selrnour)
St  Ceorges  (Banwel l )




21.6 ha $3.4 acres) r"ct ieval  chu rch
lZ  I  na  @3.7  acres)
15.7 ha (38.S acres)
8.2 ha (20.3 acres)
pa i t ty  e roded chape l  p lace-name
12.9  ha  (31 .9  acres)
9 .8  h ;  Q4. t  i c res)  med ieva l  church
S.g  ha  (14 .6  acres)
2.9 ha (7.2 a,cres) medieval  church
11.8 ha (29.2 acres)
Creens t ree t  (Redwick)
Long lands  (Redwick)
South  Row (Redwick)
Sea Street (Redwi i l i )
C h a p e l  T u m p  ( U n d y )
Farmf ie ld  (Nash)
Nit t t




9.7 ha (24.0 acres) m e d i e v a l  c h u r c hSt  Br ides
Overall Average 13.0 ha (32.' l acres)
Tab le  f  in f ie ld 'enc losures  o f  the  Severn  Es tuarv :  a reas  o f  be t te r  p reserved examples
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might  be  the  la rger  enc losures  assoc ia ted  w i th  a
number  o f  ear ly  Chr is t ian  s i tes  in  these areas  (e .g .
James 1992; Kissock 1997,132-5; Preston-Jones 1992,
t i911 .11)  and a lso  e lsewhere  (e .g .  Oxfordsh i re :  B la i r
1994, figs 44, 47 and 51; and see Faith 1997, 16-36).
However ,  the  charac ter  o f  these la rger  enc losures
is  unc lear ,  and the i r  func t ion  need no t  have been
d is t inc t i ve ly  ecc les ias t i ca l :  they  may s imp ly  have
been areas  o f  ear ly  demesne land.  There  is  a lso  no
evidence that any of  the Severn Estuary enclosu res
were  l inked w i th  mins ter  churches ,  and indeed,
some never progressed beyond chapel  status:  most
lack any evidence for ecclesiast ical  s i tes (e.g.  Vole:
F i g .  a ) .
I t  would appear,  therefore,  that  the Severn Estuary
e n c l o s u r e s  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  e a r l i e s t  i n t a k e s  o f
formerly waste or u nderused land, where there was
a  l a c k  o f  p r e - e x i s t i n g  f e a t u r e s  t o  c o n s t r a i n  t h e
s h a p e  o f  t h e  a r e a  e n c l o s e d .  l n d e e d ,  t h e  s a m e
p h e n o m e n a  c a n  b e  s e e n  i n  t h e  e a r l y  p h a s e s  o f
co lon isa t ion  in  a  number  o f  o ther  a reas ,  no tab ly
zones o f  wood land (e .9 .  the  Kent ish  Weald :  Eng l ish
1997; Wraxal l  in North West Kent:  Rippon 1997a,f ig
49)  and moor land f r inge  (e .g .  Hound Tor  and Ho lne
Moor  on  Dar tmoor :  As ton  1985,  f ig79 ;  F leming and
Ralph 1982).  Medieval  deer parks adopted an oval
s h a p e  f o r  t h e  s a m e  r e a s o n :  a n  o v a l  g i v e s  t h e
shor tes t  leng th  o f  boundary  per  a rea  enc losed.  In
the  case o f  deer  parks  th is  was impor tan t  due to
the  cos t  o f  the  park  pa le ,  wh i le  in  the  case o f  the
Severn  Es tuary  enc losures  i t  wou ld  appear  to  have
b e e n  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  c o s t  o f  c o n s t r u c t i n g  a n
e m b a n k m e n t .
T h e  o n l y  s i t e  t o  h a v e  s e e n  a n y  s y s t e m a t i c
archaeo log ica l  inves t iga t ion  is  Pux ton ,  in  Nor th
Somerset  (F ig .3 ) ,  wh ich  was occup ied  f rom a t  leas t
t h e  t e n t h  c e n t u r y  ( S o m e r s e t  i s  a c e r a m i c  i n  t h e
centur ies before then; Rippon 1996b, 1997b, 1gg\,
1999).  The 6.3 ha (15.5 acres) oval-shaped enclosure
was sur rounded by  a  low embankment  c .13  m wide ,
w h i c h ,  t h o u g h  d a m a g e d  b y  m o d e r n  p l o u g h i n g ,
surv ives  to  a  he igh t  o f  c .0 .5  m.  A  key  ques t ion  is
the  func t ion  o f  such banks :  were  they  to  p ro tec t
an  area  f rom t ida l  f lood ing  ( i .e .  the  very  f i rs t  sea
wal l? ) ,  o r  were  they  precursors  to  ' fen-banks '  in
p r o t e c t i n g  a l r e a d y - e m b a n k e d  a r e a s  f r o m
f  r e s h w a t e r  f l o o d i n g  d u e  t o  r u n - o f f  f  r o m  t h e
ad jacent  up lands? The geograph ica l  d is t r ibu t ion  o f
the  enc losures  ru les  ou t  the  la t te r :  most  o f  these
s i t e s  l i e  o n  t h e  h i g h e r  c o a s t a l  a r e a s  w h e r e
f r e s h w a t e r  f l o o d i n g  i s  u n l i k e l y  t o  h a v e  b e e n  a
prob lem (F ig .  1 ) .  The morpho logy  o f  the  bank  a t
Pux ton  may a lso  be  s ign i f i can t :  such a  broad bu t
low bank  may a t  f i r s t  seem ra ther  odd,  though in  a
t ida l  env i ronment  i t  wou ld  have su f fe red  less  f rom
eros ion  than a  s teeper -s ided s t ruc tu re .  Had the
Puxton  bank  ac ted  as  a  sea wa l l  fo r  a  sus ta ined
per iod  o f  t ime then there  shou ld  have been a  bu i ld
u p  o f  s e d i m e n t  o n  i t s  o u t s i d e ,  l e a d i n g  t o  a n
e l e v a t i o n  d i f f e r e n c e  w h e n  c o m p a r e d  t o  i n s i d e .
A l len  (1991;1999)  has  used th is  as  a  techn ique fo r
l o c a t i n g  e a r l y  s e a  w a l l s  i n  a  n u m b e r  o f  c o a s t a l
Nor th  Somerset .
by  the  ten th  century
F igure  3  The sequence o f  enc losures  a t  Pux ton ,
The pr imary  enc losure ,  by  the  church ,  was  occup ied
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w e t l a n d s ,  a n d  t h o u g h  n o  s u c h  d i f f e r e n c e  w a s
d isernab le  a t  Pux ton ,  th is  migh t  be  due to  a  number
of factors:  that  i t  lay a considerable distance in land,
tha t  i t  was  above Mean H igh  Water  Spr ing  T ide
(MHWST)  bu t  be low Highes t  As t ronomica l  T ide
(HAT) ,  and/or  tha t  by  the  t ime the  occas iona l  t ida l
f loods  reached th is  a rea  they  had dumped most  o f
t h e i r  s e d  i m e n t .  A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  t h e  P u x t o n
embankment  may on ly  have func t ioned as  a  sea
wal l  fo r  a  very  b r ie f  t ime as  very  soon a f te r  i t s
cons t ruc t ion  i t  was  made redundant  th rough the
creat ion of  a sea wal l  fur ther towards the coast.
F o r  t h e  S e v e r n  E s t u a r y  e n c l o s u  r e s  t o  h a v e
func t ioned as  sea wa l ls ,  they  must  have la in  be low
HAT (which in the Estuary is around 1.3-1.4 m above
MHWST) ,  though es tab l i sh ing  what  th is  was in  the
medieva l  per iod  is  d i f f i cu l t .  U igh  water  leve l  in  the
sa l l y  por t  a t  Br is to l  Cas t le  lay  be tween -11 .8  and
12.4  m OD,  some 4  m above the  modern  MHWST
( 6 . 9 5  r n ) ,  b u t  t h e  v a l u e  o f  t h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n  i s
ques t ionab le  as  s lu ice  ga tes  may have been used
to retain t idal  and r iver-waters wi th in the di tch for
de fens ive  reasons  (Ponsford  1981,  104) .  More
accurate measures of  medieval  MHWST have been
gained f  rom the height of  accreted marsh deposi ts
at  the waterfronts at  Dundas Wharf  (c.6.4 m OD)
and Canynges House (c.6.6-6.7 m OD),  that  is  some
0.5 m below that of  today at  th is point  on the r iver
(Jones  1991,19) .  l t  i s  d i f f i cu l t  to  sca le  th is  back  to
t h e  o p e n  E s t u a r y  b u t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n
medieva l  and modern  MHWST is  l i ke ly  to  have
been more  ra ther  than less  due to  the  a t tenuat ion /
weaken ing  o f  t ida l  waves  in  the  r i ver  Avon (J .  A l len
pers comm.2000).  In the Inner Severn Estuary,  Al len
(1991) has compared the elevat ions of  st i l l  act ively
a c c r e t i n g  s a l t m a r s h e s  w i t h  t h o s e  t h a t  w e r e
r e c l a i m e d  d u r i n g  t h e  m e d i e v a l  p e r i o d ,  a n d
suggests that  MHWST around AD 1300 was c.0.9 m
lower than today (and see Al len and Rae 19BB).
M o s t  o f  t h e  S e v e r n  E s t u a r y ' i n f i e l d ' e n c l o s u r e s  l i e
on the more extensive areas of  marshland adjacent
to  the  ou ter  Es tuary .  They  genera l l y  l ie  a t  a round
c.5 .4  m OD in  Eas t  Huntsp i l l  and  Brent ,  c .5 .5 -5 .8  m
OD in  Nor th  Somerset ,  and c .6 .1  m OD on the
C w e n t  L e v e l s  ( t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e s e  m a r s h e s
re f lec t ing  the  inc rease in  MHWST ,p  the  Es tuary :
H a w k i n s  ' f  9 9 2 ,  f i g  6 ) .  T h e  M H W S T  f o r  t h e s e
s t re tches  o f  coas t  a re  approx imate ly  5 .8  m OD,
6.1 m and 6.7 m OD respect ively,  wi th the Highest
A s t r o m i c a l  T i d e s  ( H A T )  a r o u n d  1 . 3  m  h i g h e r .
Assuming tha t  the  med ieva l  f igures  were  around
0.9 m lower,  i t  would appear that  the Severn Estuary
i n f i e l d s  w e r e  a b o u t  0 . 3 - 0 . 5  m  a b o v e  t h e i r
contemporary  MHWST,  bu t  near ly  1  m be low the
HAT (Table 2).
The possible function
of the Severn Estuary enclosures
as agricultural core dreas
So what was the funct ion of  these ear ly enclosures?
T h e r e  i s  n o  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  e n c l o s e d
s e t t l e m e n t s .  E a r t h w o r k ,  s o i l  c h e m i s t r y ,  a n d
f i e l d w a l k i n g  s u r v e y s  a t  P u x t o n  a l l  i n d i c a t e  t h a t
occupat ion  was res t r i c ted  to  a  ser ies  o f  s l igh t ly
ra ised p la t fo rms in  the  nor th  eas tern  corner  o f  the
enc losure  by  the  church ,  w i th  the  remain ing  area
b e i n g  o c c u p i e d  b y  l i g h t l y  m a n u r e d  p a d d o c k s
( R i p p o n  1 9 9 7 b ,  f i g  1 1 ) .  T h e  e n c l o s u r e  a p p e a r s ,
therefore,  to have been an area of  agr icul tural  land
wi th  the  assoc ia ted  se t t lement  tucked to  one s ide
(as is st i l l  the case with the farms that are associated
wi th  these enc losures  a l l  a round the  Es tuary  [e .g .
Figs.  2-4).  At  Withy Bow Bridge (Huntspi l l ) ,  the
enc losure  is  f i l l ed  w i th  reversed-S pro f i le  f ie lds
i n d i c a t i n g  p r o l o n g e d  a r a b l e  c u l t i v a t i o n  ( F i g .  2 ;
R i p p o n  1 9 9 4 ,  f i g  1 2 . 4 ) ,  w i t h  a n o t h e r  p o s s i b l e
example  w i th in  the  ear l ie r  o f  the  two enc losures
at Creenstreet, Redwick (CwRO D.136512).
The Severn  Es tuary ' in f ie lds 'average around 13  ha
(32 acres ;  Tab le  1 ) ,  though most  fa l l  in to  one o f  two
size groupings between 6-10 ha (15-25 acres;  3S%)
and 12-19 ha (30-47 acres; 54%). Both would have
prov ided su f f i c ien t  a rab le  to  suppor t  one fami ly
Tab le  2  Approx imate  measures  o f  med ieva l  t ida l  leve ls
around the  Severn  Es tuarv
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w i t h i n  a  m i x e d - a g r i c u l t u r a l  r e g i m e ,  a s  T a y l o r  ( 1 9 8 7 ,
62)  suggests  tha t  a round 30  acres  (12  ha)  o f  land  in
t o t a l  w o u l d  s u p p o r t  o n e  f a m i l y ,  w i t h  s i m i l a r
e s t i m a t e s  f r o m  l o c a l  s t u d i e s  i n  S o u t h w e s t  B r i t a i n .
On C las tonbu ry  Abbey 's  marsh land manor  o f  Eas t
Brent ,  fo r  example ,  the  average s ize  o f  a  tenant
l ro ld ing  in  1189was 15 .4acres  (6 .2ha;  Har r ison  1997,
t a b r l e  5 . 0 4 a ) ,  w h i l e  i n  D e v o n ,  F i n b e r g  ( 1 9 5 1  ,  4 0 )
suggests  tha t  a  peasant  requ i red  15  or  16  acres  o f
a rab le  (6 .1 -6 .5  ha) .  Creen (2000,  35-9)  found tha t
m o r p h o l o g i c a l l y  v e r y  s i m i l a r  e n c l o s u r e s  i n
no r th e rn Devo n/weste rn Some rset we re most ly 20-
70  acres  (B-28 ha) .  The Severn  Es tuary  examples
are  broad ly  comparab le ,  though ly ing  towards  the
lower end of  the Devon/Somerset range, which may
be accounted  fo r  in  te rms o f  the  grea ter  so i l  fe r t i l i t y
on  the  Leve ls ,  and the  abundance o f  r i ch  meadow
a n d  p a s t u r e .
ln f ie lds  and Out f ie lds?
I t  i s  a r g u e d  h e r e  t h a t  t h e s e  e n c l o s u r e s  r e p r e s e n t
c o r e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  a r e a s  -  i n f i e l d s  i n  o n e  s e n s e  - t h a t
i n i t i a l l y  a f f o r d e d  s o m e  p r o t e c t i o n  f r o m  t i d a l
f l o o d i n g ,  n o t a b l y  d u r i n g  t h e  s u m m e r  m o n t h s ,
b e f o r e  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a  c o n t i n u o u s  s e a  w a l l
a l o n g  t h e  c o a s t .  T h e  u s e  t o  w h i c h  t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g
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have prov ided exce l len t  g raz ing  and wou ld  have
been perfect ly capable of  support ing r ich meadow,
as  was case in to  the  pos t -med ieva l  per iod  on  areas
of  sa l tmarsh  tha t  remained unrec la imed (Reeves
1977, 299\.
O n c e  t h a t  c o a s t a l  e m b a n k m e n t  h a d  b e e n
c o n s t r u c t e d ,  t h e  o l d ' i n f i e l d s '  b e c a m e  r e d u n d a n t
a l though the i r  loca t ion  nex t  to  se t t lements ,  some
of  wh ich  had become manor ia l  and/or  paroch ia l
c e n t r e s ,  e n s u r e d  t h e i r  c o n t i n u e d  u s e  a s  c o r e
agr icu l tu ra l  a reas .  A t  Pux ton ,  a  sequence o f  in takes
is  recogn isab le  (F ig .  3 ) ,  and.  though the  in tens i ty
w i th  wh ich  the  d i f fe ren t  a reas  were  exp lo i ted  is
unc lear ,  the  pr imary  enc losure  appears  to  have
been the  most  heav i l y  manured.  There  is  l i t t le  f i rm
ev idence fo r  the  occas iona l  cu  l t i va t ion  o f  'ou t f  ie ld '
a reas  on  the  Severn  Es tuary  Leve ls  as  migh t  be
e x p e c t e d  i n  a n  a r e a  o f  f e r t i l e  s o i l s  a n d  a n
a b u n d a n c e  o f  p a s t u r e .  O v e r  a  l o n g  t i m e
perspect ive,  however,  there were f luctuat ions in
t h e  e x t e n t  o f  e n c l o s u r e  a n d  d r a i n a g e  t h a t  i s
e v i d e n c e d  b y  r e l i c t  l a n d s c a p e s  o n  H  u  n t s p i l l
(Rippon 1997a, 210-12) and Banwel l  Moors (Rippon
1997b,44-6) .  A  number  o f  c lose ly  spaced dra inage
features excavated on Banwell Moor (Rippon 1997b,
f i g  6 )  w e r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  s m a l l  a m o u n t s  o f
med ieva l  po t te ry  and may represent  one or  more
at tempts  to  d ra in  o r  even cu l t i va te  par t  o f  th is ,  one
of  the  lowest - l y ing  par ts  o f  the  Nor th  Somerset
Leve ls .  The complex  d ispos i t ion  o f  a rab le ,  pas ture
and meadow in  the  rec lamat ions  o f  C las tonbury
Abbey 's  manors  in  the  Brue and Par re t t  va l leys  may
a l s o  i n d i c a t e  t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  a n d  u n s y s t e m a t i c
ex tens ion  o f  a rab le  cu l t i va t ion  o f  whatwere  main ly
a r e a s  o f  a r a b l e  a n d  p a s t u r e  ( M u s g r o v e  1 9 9 9 ) .
Reference in  the  th i r teenth / four teenth  centur ies
to 'S tubbrech '  meadow in  Sowy,  and ' la  Breche '  in
t h e  m o o r s  o f  W a l t o n ,  m a y  s u g g e s t  o c c a s i o n a l
cu l t i va t ion  o f  the  moors  bes ide  the  r i ver  Par re t t
(Musgrove 1999,309) .
Parallels for the
Severn Estuary ' inf ie lds'
I t  i s  d i f f i cu l t  to  f ind  cornparab le  fea tures  on  o ther
coas ta l  marshes  in  Br i ta in ,  a l though the  tu r f  d ike
that enclosed some 425 acres at  Wheldrake, in the
Vale of  York,  may represent an inf  ie ld on a far  larger
sca le  (Sheppard  1966) .  ln  the  Nor fo lk  Marsh land,
a n  i r r e g u l a r  l a n d s c a p e  o n  t h e  h i g h e r  c o a s t a l
marshes  is  no t  tha t  d iss imi la r  to  the  pa t te rn  seen
a r o u n d  t h e  S e v e r n  i n  s u g g e s t i n g  a  g r a d u a l  a n d
p iecemeal  co lon isa t ion .  Th is  landscape conta ins  a
n u m b e r  o f  p o s s i b l e  ' i n f i e l d '  e n c l o s u r e s  s u c h  a s
Walpole St Peter (15 ha) and West Walton (25 ha).
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ln  cont ras t ,  jus t  across  the  Nene Es tuary  on  the
C a m b r i d g e s h i r e  s i l t  f e n s ,  a  f a r  m o r e  r e g u l a r l y
a r r a n g e d  l a n d s c a p e  s u g g e s t s  s o m e  d e g r e e  o f
p l a n n i n g  a n d  c o - o r d i n a t i o n  i n  i t s  i n i t i a l
c o l o n i s a t i o n ,  a n d  p o t e n t i a l ' i n f i e l d s '  a r e  n o t i c e a b l y
absent .  On Romney Marsh  another  h igh ly  i r regu la r
l a n d s c a p e  t h a t  c l e a r l y  r e s u l t s  f r o m  g r a d u a l  a n d
p iecemeal  enc losure  and dra inage,  conta ins  a  smal l
n u m b e r  o f  p o s s i b l e  ' i n f i e l d s ' ,  n o t a b l y  a t  S n a v e .
Fur ther  work  i s  needed on  the  car tograph ic  and
a i r  photograph ic  sources ,  bu t  i t  wou ld  appear  tha t
t h e  S e v e r n  E s t u a r y  i s  n o t  a l o n e  i n  s e e i n g  t h e
crea t ion  o f  these ear lv  enc losures .
Discussion
I t  i s  a rgued here  tha t  the  ova l -shaped enc losures
t h a t  a r e  s o  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  h i g h e r  c o a s t a l
marshes  o f  the  Severn  Es tuary  Leve ls  represent  the
ear l ies t  e lements  o f  the  h is to r ic  landscape.  l t  i s
suggested  tha t  they  represent  ind iv idua l  in takes  in
what  remained an  in te r t ida l  marsh ,  and tha t  i t  i s
poss ib le  tha t  they  were  in i t ia l l y  on ly  in tended to
p r o t e c t  a  s m a l l  a r e a  o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l a n d  f r o m
s u m m e r  f l o o d s  ( a s  w a s  t h e  c a s e  o n  t h e  n e a r
cont inent ) .  They  ac ted  as  in f ie lds  in  the  sense o f
be ing  a  core  agr icu l tu ra l  a rea ,  and a l though i t  i s
no t  known whether  there  was cu l t i va t ion  on  the
o p e n  m a r s h  t h i s  a r e a  w a s  c e r t a i n l y  u s e d  l e s s
i n t e n s i v e l y .  P r o b a b l y  n o t  l o n g  a f t e r  t h e
cons t ruc t ion  o f  these r ing  d ikes ,  the  dec is ion  was
taken to construct  sea wal ls along the coast,  making
the  ear l ie r  embankments  redundant .  A l though the
r ing  d ike 's  banks  may have been removed (as  they
w o u l d  h a v e  h i n d e r e d  t h e  p o s t - r e c l a m a t i o n
d r a i n a g e ) ,  t h e i r  a s s o c i a t e d  d r a i n a g e  d i t c h e s
remained a  va luab le  par t  o f  the  dra inage sys tem
and so have survived to th is day.
I t  i s  no t  suggested  tha t  these ear ly  enc losures  were
in f ie ld /ou t f ie ld  sys tems in  the  c lass ic  sense,  bu t  i t
i s  poss ib le  tha t  they  re f lec t  an  approach cur ren t  in
t h e  l a t e  f i r s t  m i l l e n n i u m  A D  t o w a r d s  t h e
co lon isa t ion  o f  land  tha t  was  based upon a  smal l
core  area  tha t  was  sur rounded by  less  in tens ive ly
u s e d  g r o u n d .  E v e n  a f t e r  t h e  e n c l o s u r e  a n d
dra inage o f  the  sur round ing  areas ,  the  loca t ion  o f
t h e  e a r l y  e n c l o s u  r e s  n e x t  t o  t h e  s e t t l e m e n t s
ensured tha t  they  remained core  agr icu l tu ra l  a reas
f o r  s o m e  t i m e .  O n  d r y l a n d  a r e a s  s u c h  e a r l y
arrangements may have been swept away by later
landscape evo lu t ion ,  bu t  the  premium p laced upon
dra inage on  coas ta l  wet lands  ensured tha t  such
ear ly features have survived.
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In recent decades there have been great advances
in  our  unders tand ing  o f  landscapes charac ter ised
by  open f ie ld  sys tems,  though less  a t ten t ion  has
been pa id  to  more  i r regu la r ly -a r ranged common
f ie lds  and the  who l ly  enc losed pa t te rns  o f  f ie lds
t h a t  o c c u r r e d  o u t s i d e  t h e  M i d l a n d s .  A l t h o u g h
coasta l  marshes ,  l i ke  up land f r inges  and the  poor
sandy so i l s  o f  Breck land,  can a l l  be  regarded as
p h y s i c a l l y  c h a l l e n g i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t s  t h a t  w o u l d
normal ly  be  cu l t i va ted  on ly  a f te r  a reas  tha t  were
m o r e  s u i t e d  t o  s e t t l e d  a g r i c u l t u r e  h a d  b e e n
c o l o n i s e d ,  t h e  e x c e l l e n t  p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  t h e i r
h i s t o r i c  l a n d s c a p e  a l l o w s  t h i s  
. p r o c e s s e s  t o  b e
observed in  g rea t  de ta i l ,  and  may prov ide  a  mode l
fo r  how contemporary  landscapes were  evo lv ing
e lsewhere .  Whi ls t  one key  fea ture  o f  the  Severn
E s t u a r y  i n f i e l d s  -  t h e i r  e n c i r c l i n g  b a n k  -  i s  a  d i r e c t
response to  d i f f i cu l t ies  in  the  na tura l  env i ronment
( the  th rea t  o f  t ida l  f lood ing) ,  another  fea tu  re  -  the i r
ova l  shape -  was  no t .  Th is  resu l ts  f  rom the i r  be ing
crea ted  in  a  re la t i ve ly  fea ture less  landscape,  w i th
l i t t le  to  cons t ra in  the i r  shape o ther  than the  des i re
to  c rea te  as  shor t  a  per imeter  per  a rea  enc losed as
poss ib le .  As  such,  the  c rea t ion  o f  a  smal l ,  rough ly
ova l -shaped,  enc losed in f ie ld ,  w i th  less  in tens ive
exp lo i ta t ion  o f  an  ou t f ie ld  beyond,  i s  the  log ica l
way tha t  any  prev ious ly  unset t led  landscape w i l l
have been created. l t  is  not  surpr is ing,  therefore, ,
to f  ind s im i lar  featu res in a var iety of  wood land and
up land- f r i  nge  env i  ronments .
Overa l l ,  there  may no t  be  any th ing  spec ia l  about
the  Severn  Es tuary ' in f  ie lds 'o ther  than the  fac t  tha t
they have survived where others have been lost ,
e i ther  in  the  t rans format ion  o f  landscapes th rough
the  c rea t ion  o f  open f ie lds ,  o r  more  gradua l  and
p iecemeal  evo lu t ion  in  more  anc ien t  landscapes.
' l n f i e l d - o u t f i e l d '  
s y s t e m s  a r e  a  l o g i c a l  w a y  o f
exp lo i t ing  an  uncrowded landscape par t i cu la r ly  in
newly  se t t led  areas ,  and as  such may prov ide  a
mode l  fo r  o ther ,  d ry land,  landscapes.
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